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I Rural workers are defined here as those engaged in selling their labour for wages, whether in 
cash or in kind, and work under directions in agricultural and or non-agricultural activities. 
The rural worker group generally consists of landless and marginal farmers (Gunawardena, 
1979, p. 189). 
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R U R A L W O R K E R S I N S R I L A N K A : I S S U E S A N D D E V E L O P M E N T * 

By 

P. J . G U N A W A R D E N A 

In recent times, researchers, planners, and policy makers have 
expressed concern about the socio-ecnomic conditions of the rural 
workers in Sri Lanka. But none of the current development policies 
or programmes has reflected this concern by way of incorporating any 
concerted action to improve the living conditions of the rural workers. 
This paper therefore, attempts to propose a range of policy measures 
in the alleviation of poverty among the rural workers in Sri Lanka, 
which could be incorporated within the current rural development 
programmes. 

In t roduct ion 

T h e r e is n o w a g r o w i n g c o n s e n s u s a m o n g the r e sea rche r s a n d p l anne r s t h a t 
the re shou ld b e specific policies for t he b e t t e r m e n t of s o c i o - e c o n o m i c c o n d i ­
t ions of ru ra l w o r k e r s ' in Sri L a n k a . T h i s indeed is a hea l t hy sign o f d e p a r t u r e 
f rom the c o n v e n t i o n a l a p p r o a c h which h a s so far t r ea ted t he ru r a l w o r k e r s as a 
mere i n p u t in t he r u r a l p r o d u c t i o n sector . In so far a s the r u r a l w o r k e r s fo rm a n 
i m p o r t a n t p a r t o f t h e p r o d u c t i o n process a n d hence in n a t i o n a l d e v e l o p m e n t , it 
is impera t ive t o t a k e s teps t o w a r d s fulfilling their bas ic h u m a n needs . 

T h e c o n c e r n a b o u t t he lo t of rura l w o r k e r s is t w o faceted. F i r s t , t he re is the 
polit ical a spec t . A b o u t 40 percen t of t he rura l h o u s e h o l d s a r e cons ide red t o c o m ­
prise o n e o r m o r e r u r a l w o r k e r s (Pere ra a n d G u n a w a r d e n a , 1980, p . 1). Th i s 
is a significant p r o p o r t i o n o f t he rura l p o p u l a t i o n . T h e y h a v e been in existence 
for long u n d e r c o n d i t i o n s o f pover ty . T h i s h a s poli t ical imp l i ca t ions in t h a t 
the ru ra l vo te is a n i m p o r t a n t focus of pa r ty pol i t ics in t h e c o u n t r y . T h o s e w h o 
hold the re ins o f p o w e r howeve r find it difficult t o m a t c h the i r d e v e l o p m e n t 
p r o g r a m m e s wi th t h e exis tence o f a large n u m b e r o f p e o p l e s teeped in dire 
pover ty . S e c o n d , t h e r ecogn i t ion of the ro le of r u r a l w o r k e r s in g r o w t h a n d 
d e v e l o p m e n t in ru r a l a r e a s in pa r t i cu la r a n d na t i ona l d e v e l o p m e n t in genera l h a s 
genera ted a c o n c e r n a b o u t them. F o r example , in t he s m a l l h o l d i n g d o m e s t i c 
ag r icu l tu re cha rac t e r i zed by p a d d y cu l t iva t ion , t he re a r e p e a k s o f p r o d u c t i o n act i ­
vities r equ i r ing a ce r ta in p r o p o r t i o n of h i red w o r k e r s . T h i s c o n t r i b u t e s signi­
ficantly t o t he exis tence of wage l a b o u r e r s in the rura l e c o n o m y . In par t i cu la r , 



new development projects such as Mahaweli development project, integrated 
rural development projects etc., call for large gangs of seasonal labour to be 
drawn from among the rural workers. 

However, the concern about the rural workers has not so far reflected by way 
of formulating policies specific to rural labour. On the other hand, policies 
such as settlement programmes, tenancy reform, and land reform have had 
only a marignal impact as far as the rural workers are concerned. Technological 
change in agriculture in the past has in fact made adverse effects on rural workers. 
Although the early land settlement policies favoured many landless people in 
the wet zone, later on the shift of emphasis was towards 'educated youth' at the 
expense of the landless rural workers. The Paddy Lands Act of 1958 contri­
buted in an important manner to securing the position of tenants. But the 
provision made under this Act for a minimum wage policy for rural hired labo­
urers never came into effect. The Land Reform Programme launched in 1972 
and the Village Expansion Programme started in 1940s allocated land to some 
rural worker households for residential purposes but rarely for pursuing cultivation 
as a livelihood. The new agricultural technology has become increasingly capital 
intensive affecting the employment opportunities or the rural workers. Successive 
governments have encouraged this technology through subsidies on capital 
investments such as tractors, milling complexes, etc. Industrial component in 
the rural economic activities has not improved to survive under the competition 
offered by imported items, especially in recent times. 

Thus, it is apparent that conscious policy measures are essential to improve the 
living conditions of the rural workers who have hitherto been relegated to a 
secondary place though they are an important segment of the rural population. 
This paper is an attempt to identify a range of policy measures which would 
help in the above direction. The paper is in four parts. Following the introdu­
ction, a brief account on the socio-economic conditions of.the rural workers are 
presented to provide the logical background for policy formulation. The broad policy 
implications are discussed next, while the conclusions of the paper are summarised 
in the final section. 

" R u r a l Workers" and their Soc io-Economic Condit ions 

The majority of the rural workers depends almost entirely on wages they earn 
from selling out their labour. This group mainly comprises landless people in 
rural areas. However, the small farmers who operate some agricultural land which 
does not produce enough for them to subsist also work as hired labourers to 
supplement their consumption needs or to get a cash income. The Land and 
Labour Use Survey conducted in 1975 by the Central Bank of Ceylon (unpub­
lished) estimates that about 600,000 persons are involved in hiring out their labour 
in rural agricultural activities. Of these, 55 percent are landless agricultural 
labourers (quoted in Perera and Gunawardena, 1980, p. 2). The total number of 

' the labourers represent about 15 percent of the economically active population in 
Sri Lanka. 

Agriculture being the mainstay of the rural economy, this discussion centres more 
on the wage earners in the agricultural sector. Land preparation, planting and harve­
sting in the food crop sector are the major activities in which the majority of 
the workers, both male and female are employed. In the off-season a few of them 
also find employment in non-agricultural persuits such as brick making, quarrying, 
timber sawing, cinnamon peeling, road construction, etc. 
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T h e p resen t s o c i o - e c o n o m i c c o n d i t i o n s of the rura l w o r k e r s a r e re la ted t o a 
n u m b e r of fac tors s u c h as d e p e n d e n c y on o the r s , l ow a n d fluctuating wages , 
i r r egu la r e m p l o y m e n t , l imi ted j o b o p p o r t u n i t i e s , etc . T h e r e f o r e , i t is r e levan t 
t o give a br ief a c c o u n t o f the i r e m p l o y m e n t p a t t e r n s , wages , a n d c o n d i t i o n s of 
w o r k , before go ing o n t o a d iscuss ion of their genera l l iving c o n d i t i o n s . 

a. Employment Aspects 
A s m e n t i o n e d ear l ie r , the p r o d u c t i o n activit ies in pea san t ag r i cu l tu re a r e seasona l 

a n d t i m e - b o u n d so t h a t the e m p l o y m e n t p rospec t s of t he ru r a l w o r k e r s a r e 
confined to a few m o n t h s o f the year . In m o s t a r ea s , Malta2 is t he m a j o r p a d d y 
cu l t iva t ion season . T h e r e f o r e , t he bu lk of the w o r k o p p o r t u n i t i e s for t he ru ra l 
w o r k e r s is ava i l ab le d u r i n g th is season . In all , p a d d y cu l t iva t ion p rov ides 
e m p l o y m e n t t o t he r u r a l w o r k e r s for r o u g h l y 5-6 m o n t h s o f t h e year . In be tween 
p l an t ing a n d h a r v e s t i n g o f p a d d y , t he worke r s have t o r e m a i n largely u n e m ­
p loyed , since n o n - a g r i c u l t u r a l j o b o p p o r t u n i t i e s a r e Imi ted . Because of t he 
casual n a t u r e of the i r e m p l o y m e n t , the rura l worke r s a r e forced t o be w i t h o u t 
a n y i ncome o n the d a y s t h a t t hey c a n n o t w o r k d u e to such fac to r s as n o n - a v a i l a ­
bili ty of w o r k , b a d w e a t h e r , a n d b a d hea l th . 

In a r ea s w h e r e vege t ab l e cu l t iva t ion is intensive the w o r k e r s a r e ab l e to find 
m o r e e m p l o y m e n t t h r o u g h o u t the year . Howeve r , the chena3 type of cu l t iva t ion 
a n d the c o c o n u t a n d r u b b e r sma l lho ld ings d o n o t offer m u c h e m p l o y m e n t for 
t h e ru ra l w o r k e r s o w i n g to t h e low l a b o u r d e m a n d in t he cu l t iva t ion o f t h o s e 
c r o p s . T e a p l a n t a t i o n s in recent years have c rea ted a d e m a n d for local l a b o u r 
b u t the effect of th i s o n t he ru r a l w o r k e r s ' g r o u p is yet t o be seen. 

H o w e v e r , t he spa t ia l mob i l i t y o f the r u r a l w o r k e r s in s o m e areas . i s n o t res t r ic ted . 
T h e y can m o v e b e y o n d t h e b o u n d a r i e s of their vil lages in s e a r c h of e m p l o y m e n t . 
A seasona l m i g r a t i o n of l a b o u r o c c u r s from densely p o p u l a t e d wet zone t o 
relatively thinly p o p u l a t e d dry z o n e a t pe r i ods of p e a k l a b o u r d e m a n d in the d r y 
zone . N o r m a l l y , t h e ag r i cu l tu ra l c a l e n d a r in the wet z o n e is s o m e t w o m o n t h s 
a h e a d of t h a t in t h e d r y z o n e a n d th is a l lows the w o r k e r s in t he wet z o n e t o 
mig ra t e t o t he d r y z o n e in search of e m p l o y m e n t . H o w e v e r , such e m p l o y m e n t 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s a r e ava i l ab l e to less t h a n 50 percent of the ru ra l w o r k e r s o f t h e wet 
z o n e a reas ( C r o o k s a n d R a n b a n d a , fo r thcoming) . 

b . Conditions of Work and Wages 
A l m o s t all ru ra l h i red w o r k e r s a re recrui ted on casual t e r m s a n d therefore , there 

is n o a s su rance o f p e r m a n e n c y a l t h o u g h s o m e m a y w o r k for a p a r t i c u l a r e m p l o y e r 
for a relat ively l ong pe r iod of t ime ( t h r o u g h o u t a season o r ove r a n u m b e r o f 
seasons) . T h e casua l w o r k e r s a r e recru i ted o n th ree b a s e s ; d a y ' s w o r k basis , 
piece w o r k basis , a n d c o n t r a c t basis . T h e mos t preva len t is t he d a y ' s w o r k basis . 
H o w e v e r , t asks l ike t r a n s p l a n t i n g , ha rves t ing a n d th re sh ing a r e s o m e t i m e s per for ­
m e d o n piece r a t e o r c o n t r a c t bas is . U n d e r the c o n t r a c t sys tem, i n t e rmed ia r i e s 
s o m e t i m e s p lay t he ro l e of agen t s w h o e m p l o y casua l l a b o u r o n a da i ly w o r k 
basis . T h i s form of r e c r u i t m e n t can be mos t ly seen in the case o f seasona l m i g r a n t 
worke r s . 

2 Maha season generally extends from July-Augusl to February-March and coincides with the 
north-cast monsoon. The other season is Yala which extends from April-May to August and 
coincides with the south-west monsoon. 

3 Shifting or slash-and-buni cultivation. 
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A normal working day of a rural worker is about ten hours (including time 
taken for meals and rest). When tasks like planting, harvesting, and threshing 
are involved they have to work still longer hours. However, such labour is 
normaly compensated through the payment of higher cash wages, provision 
of meals, liquor (toddy and arrack), and tobacco and also the offer of a portion 
of the harvest. Legal coverage is virtually absent to protect the workers against 
risks attached to certain duties such as use of various types of tools and 
machines, in addition to handling agrochemicals and chemical fertilizer in 
spite of the fact that even deaths have been reported in the process ofthe application 
of certain agrochemicals. 

Employers in many rural areas still provide the workers with breakfast, midday 
meal, tea, and tobacco, especially in agricultural activities. If these are not 
provided, an extra payment is usually added to the wage rate. Migrant workers 
are provided, in addition, with evening meals, temporary housing facilities, 
medical care, and even travelling expenses. 

In the case of non-migratory workers, only males enjoy such benefits. Whilst the 
female workers in certain localities, especially in the dry zone, are not provided 
with meals, their wage rates too are in general about 70 percent of those of the 
male workers (Perera and Gunawardena, 1980, p.71). Wages of the rural workers 
differ considerably between the wet zone and the dry zone areas of the country. 
Higher labour productivity coupled with a general shortage of labour in the dry 
zone results in a higher wage rate there. For example, during Maha 1978/79, the 
wages in the dry zone were about 150 percent of that in the wet zone (Perera 
and Gunawardena, 1980, p. 71). Different wages are paid for different tasks. 
For example, land preparation, application of agrochemicals, and threshing are 
normally done by male workers who are paid higher wages for those activities. On 
the other hand, planting, weeding, and harvesting are generally done by women 
who get lower wages (see Appendix Table 1). Discrimination in the payment 
of wages for females is more the result of the workings of custom and conve­
ntion than efficiency standard's. 

c. Living Conditions 
The need to work as hired labour arises from one's low socio-economic status, 

i.e. landlessness and need to earn for subsistence (Wickramasekara,-1977, pp. 79-82). 
Similarly, one's socio-economic status is explained by his/her major occupation 
or sources of income. Thus, on the one hand the rural workers are poor 
because they work as hired labourers and on the other hand, they work as hired 
labourers because they are poor. 

Land in rural Sri Lanka is still very unevenly distributed and most of the rural 
inhabitants do not own enough land for cultivation. Some of those who do 
not own land may have access to cultivate other's land as tenants. However, 
the only available means of living for the majority of landless is hiring out their 
labour for wages. Although the landlessness in rural Sri Lanka can be generally 
attributed to fragmentation of inherited land, sale or mortgage of Innd in lieu 
of debt etc., the importance of the influence of rural elites and unequal distribution 
of land should not be undermined. Available evidence supports the contention 
that many rural workers have been deprived of their right to possess cultivable 
land. Firstly, in the past many rural workers have been denied the right to get 
cultivable land from government projects because of deliberate manoeuverings by 
landlords and village officialdom. Secondly, the majority of the tenants evicted 
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by the l and lo rds as a c o n s e q u e n c e of ren t regula t ion laws i m p l e m e n t e d since 
la te 1950s m a y a lso h a v e j o i n e d the ca tegory of landless l abou re r s . F ina l ly 
even an apprec iab le p o r t i o n of t h e landless families w h o received l a n d in the 
d r y zone co lon iza t ion schemes m a y h a v e been forced to sell o r m o r t g a g e the i r land 
t o raise m o n e y for subs is tence p a r t l y because t h e y d id n o t have t h e r equ i r ed 
access t o credi t , i n p u t s , wa te r , a n d ex tens ion services. In these c o l o n i z a t i o n 
schemes , a few influential pe r sons b e g a n to emerge as l and lo rds . T h e s e l a n d l o r d s 
even utilise the l a b o u r of the set t lers w h o s e l ands were dispossessed, t o cu l t iva te 
the i r l and ho ld ings . A p a r t f rom these , it is likely t h a t a large n u m b e r of the 
second a n d th i rd gene ra t ions of t he or ig inal set t lers a l so have j o i n e d t h e r a n k s 
of h i red w o r k e r s in the absence o f l and o r a l te rna t ive a n d be t t e r j o b s . 

W h e n eva lua ted o n the basis of ce r ta in soc io -economic ind ica to r s such a s the 
o w n e r s h i p o f r ad ios , sewing m a c h i n e s , p ressure l a m p s , a n d s o o n , t h e rura l 
w o r k e r s seem t o fare wor se in r e l a t ion t o o the r soc io -economic g r o u p s . H o u s e s 
of t he w o r k e r s a r e of s u b s t a n d a r d qua l i ty wi th m i n i m u m facilities. M o s t h o u s e s 
a r e cad jan t ha t ched wi th m u d - w a l l s , c o n t a i n i n g o n e o r t w o r o o m s inc lud ing 
the k i tchen . D r i n k i n g wa t e r is o b t a i n e d mos t ly f rom rivers a n d cana l s whi le 
major i ty of t h e h o u s e h o l d s d o n o t h a v e l ava to r ies . K e r o s e n e oil a n d f i rewood a r e 
used for l ight ing of l a m p s a n d c o o k i n g respectively, wh ich , a r e b e c o m i n g 
increasingly expensive t o the ex t en t t h a t the w o r k e r s ' h o u s e h o l d s c a n n o t a f lbrd 
t h e m . 

T h e average m o n t h l y income of the ru r a l worke r h o u s e h o l d s h a s been found to 
be lower t h a n o r a r o u n d R s . 300 / ; ( W i c k r a m a s e k a r a , 1977, p . 8 8 ; L e b b e et al, 1976, 
p . 3 4 ; Perera a n d G u n a w a r d e n a , 1980, p . 103; C r o o k s a n d R a n b a n d a , fo r th ­
c o m i n g ) . T h u s the evidence po in t s t o t he con t i nued pover ty cond i t i ons o f the 
ru ra l w o r k e r s . In cer ta in m o n t h s the i r i n c o m e is nea r zero d u e t o non-ava i l ab i l i ty 
of w o r k which compe l s t h e m t o r e so r t t o t he ass is tance of l a n d l o r d s , t r a d e r s , 
a n d bet ter off relat ives lo r c o n s u m p t i o n r equ i r emen t s . 

Survey findings ind ica te t h a t t he r u r a l w o r k e r s s p e n d m o s t of the i r i n c o m e on 
food a n d c lo th ing . These t w o i tems a l o n e cons t i tu te a b o u t 70 percen t of the i r 
t o t a l expend i tu re . K e r o s e n e oil t ake s a b o u t 3 percent while a b o u t 16 pe rcen t 
is spen t o n rel igious act ivi t ies a n d social funct ions . A n o t h e r 6 pe rcen t is o n t o b a c c o 
a n d a r r a c k . T h u s on ly 5 pe rcen t is left for all o the r bas ic necessit ies, i.e. h o u s i n g , 
medic ine , t ravel l ing, a n d e d u c a t i o n (Pe re r a a n d G u n a w a r d e n a . 1980, p . 107). 

T h e rura l w o r k e r ' s educa t iona l s t a t u s a n d hea l th s t a n d a r d s a re a l so f o u n d to be 
lower when c o m p a r e d wi th o t h e r ca tegor ies in the rura l a reas . T h e i r ch i ld ren 
t o o fol low t h e m a n d j o i n t he r a n k o f h i red l a b o u r e r s af ter a few y e a r s o f s c h o o ­
l ing in p r i m a r y g rades . P o o r e c o n o m i c s t a tus of these h o u s e h o l d s c o m p e l even the 
ch i ld ren t o j o i n t he w o r k force in o r d e r t o e a r n m o n e y for the i r subs is tence . M a n y 
ch i ld ren , especial ly females of such h o u s e h o l d s have t o be engaged in h o u s e ­
h o l d activit ies while p a r e n t s a re w o r k i n g as hired l abou re r s . 

T o s u m u p , the p resen t low s t a n d a r d s o f living of t he rura l w o r k e r s a n d their 
families a re a result of m a n y fac tors , t h e ma jo r causes be ing the lack of access t o 
cu l t ivable l and , low a n d i r regular e m p l o y m e n t , low real wages , a n d d e p e n d e n c y o n 
t h e o the r s for e m p l o y m e n t a n d i n c o m e . I t is n o w increas ingly r ecogn i sed t h a t 
g r o w t h or ien ted s t ra tegies a l o n e d o n o t he lp in the d e v e l o p m e n t of e c o n o m i c a l l y 
w e a k e r sect ions of the p o p u l a t i o n . In fact, the living c o n d i t i o n s of such w e a k e r 
sec t ions as ru r a l w o r k e r s t end t o be w o r s e wi th e c o n o m i c g r o w t h s imply b e c a u s e 
such g rowth s t ra tegies as those ca r r i ed o u t in Sri L a n k a c o n c e n t r a t e t o o m u c h 
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o n increas ing p r o d u c t i o n o f g o o d s a n d services w h i c h neglect the aspects of 
d i s t r ibu t ing the benefits of g r o w t h . Howeve r , if t he s t ra tegies were less or iented 
t o w a r d s increas ing pr iva te p r o d u c t i o n , a n d were m o r e d i s t r ibu t ive , t he p o o r e r 
sect ions o f t he soc ie ty such as ru r a l worke r s t o o w o u l d be benefi t ted, subject 
t o t he p rov i so t h a t ce r ta in s t ruc tu ra l r e fo rms a r e ca r r i ed o u t . T h e nex t section 
suggests a r a n g e o f pol icy m e a s u r e s which shou ld b e necessary e l emen t s o f a 
s t ra tegy t o w a r d s deve lop ing the soc io -economic c o n d i t i o n s o f t he rura l worke r s 
in Sri L a n k a . 

Policy Implications 
T h e d e p e n d e n c y s t a t u s of the rura l w o r k e r s can on ly be r e d u c e d by m a k i n g 
t h e m t h e o w n e r s o f sufficient m e a n s o f p r o d u c t i o n , p r imar i l y o f l and , i n t h e 
pas t , va r i ous p r o g r a m m e s a n d policies have been i m p l e m e n t e d to p rov ide t he 
landless wi th ag r i cu l tu ra l l and b u t they h a v e recorded on ly l imi ted success as far 
a s the i r benefits t o landless w o r k e r s a re concerned . A t t a c k i n g the fundamen ta l 
p r o b l e m of the ru r a l w o r k e r s wou ld involve a d ras t i c o v e r h a u l i n g of the rura l 
l and t e n u r e s t r u c t u r e wh ich , in t u r n , d e p e n d s largely o n pol i t ica l will . T h e r e 
exists a case for l and r e fo rms which shou ld fix a very l o w ceil ing for p a d d y 
l ands (e.g. a b o u t 2 ac r e s pe r family) a n d shou ld r ed i s t r i bu t e t h e m a n d a m o n g 
landless a n d m a r g i n a l f a rmers . Such radical m e a s u r e s , howeve r , w o u l d n o t be 
fo r t hcoming in t h e foreseeable fu ture . There fore , m a k i n g i m p r o v e m e n t s t o t he 
l iving s t a n d a r d s of t h e ru ra l w o r k e r s t h r o u g h c r ea t i ng m o r e a n d regu la r employ ­
m e n t o p p o r t u n i t i e s w o u l d d e p e n d on l imited policy c h a n g e s wi th in t he exist ing 
soc io -economic f r a m e w o r k in t he c o u n t r y . 

Such policies , in t he first p lace , shou ld cen t re on the m a c r o level p r o g r a m m e s 
geared t o i m p r o v e the e m p l o y m e n t oppor tun i t i e s w i th in t he ru r a l sec tor itself. 
H e l p i n g the l a b o u r e r s t o find m o r e a n d regular w o r k call for in tens i fy ing agr i cu l tu ra l 
activit ies, c h a n g i n g t h e p resen t c rop -mix in pa r t i cu l a r a r e a s , d i s cou rag ing the 
capi ta l in tens ive m o d e s o f p r o d u c t i o n , a n d deve lop ing l a b o u r in tens ive ag ro -based 
indust r ies in r u r a l a r eas . T h e i nducemen t of l a b o u r in tens ive t e chno logy in 
agr icu l ture wh ich saves ene rgy a n d capi ta l , needs a d e q u a t e cons ide ra t i on while 
t he d e v e l o p m e n t o f smal l scale l a b o u r intensive ru r a l i ndus t r i e s , c o u p l e d wi th t he 
i m p l e m e n t a t i o n of pol ic ies geared t o w a r d s impos ing res t r ic t ions o n i m p o r t e d i tems 
which c o m p e t e w i t h t he r u r a l indus t r i a l p r o d u c t s , dese rves s e r i o u s a t t e n t i o n . 

A t p resen t , t he e m p l o y e r s h a v e a bigger say in t h e d e t e r m i n a t i o n o f wages , a n d 
in the absence o f m i n i m u m wage regula t ions , they a r e ab le t o pay low wages 
t o t he ru r a l l a b o u r e r s . T h o u g h t h e ru r a l wages s h o u l d h a v e risen c o n s i d e r a b l y 4 , 
it did no t ma te r i a l i se because of t he weak b a r g a i n i n g pos i t ion of t h e workers . 
T h e r e is n o ins t i tu t iona l ly fixed wage ra te wh ich can b e used as t he base for 
ba rga in ing whi le t h e r e a r e n o s t r o n g l a b o u r o rgan i sa t i ons in t he ru r a l sec tor . T h o u g h 
it m a y be difficult in p rac t i ce , exp lo r ing the possibi l i ty of i n t r o d u c i n g a m i n i m u m 
wage law for t he ru r a l s ec to r s h o u l d n o t be ru led o u t . R e g u l a r i s a t i o n o f w o r k i n g 
h o u r s a n d c o n d i t i o n s of w o r k , a n d c o m p e n s a t i o n in the case of occupa t iona l 
h a z a r d s shou ld a l so b e p a r t s o f such a policy. 

P e r h a p s , a be t t e r w a y to s t r eng then the ba rga in ing p o w e r o f t he ru ra l w o r k e r s 
would be t o o rgan i s e t h e m in to t r a d e u n i o n s o r w o r k e r s ' coope ra t i ve s . Such 
o rgan i sa t ions w o u l d give t h e w o r k e r s the necessary t h r u s t a n d recogni t ion in 

4 In view of increased paddy prices, and rises in food prices and general cost of living. 
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f o r m u l a t i n g a n d p l a n n i n g policies which a re in t ended to c o m b a t their o w n pover ty . 
In the pas t , w o r k e r s ' o rgan i sa t ions have n o t emerged d u e to such factors a s : 
( a ) l ack o f o p p o r t u n i t y t o mee t , (b) l ack o f l e a d e r s h i p a n d class consc iousness . 
(c) c o n c e n t r a t i o n of poli t ical power a m o n g a few elites in rura l a r e a s , a n d 
(d) p o o r e c o n o m i c pos i t ion of the rura l w o r k e r s ( G u n a w a r d e n a , 1979, p p . 2 0 9 - 10). 

A s s u m i n g t h a t these ba r r i c i s a re crossed t h r o u g h , a n d tha t there is wil l ingness 
o n t h e p a r t o f t h e g o v e r n m e n t t o r ecogn i se t h e g r o u p act ivi t ies of rura l w o r k e r s , 
these o r g a n i s a t i o n s t a n first be set u p a t local level a n d la ter ex tended to t he 
regional a n d n a t i o n a l levels. Such o r g a n i s a t i o n s shou ld seek to a s su re m o r e 
a n d regu la r e m p l o y m e n t avenues t o the i r m e m b e r s in a d d i t i o n t o b a r g a i n i n g 
ove r wages a n d be t t e r w o r k i n g c o n d i t i o n s . S ince the g r o u n d s have n o t ye t 
d e v e l o p e d for spontaneous rura l l a b o u r o r g a n i s a t i o n s , some i n d u c e m e n t h a s t o 
b e p r o v i d e d t o set u p these o rgan i s a t i ons , b y t h e agencies of t he g o v e r n m e n t o r 
n o n - g o v e r n m e n t sector . 

M u c h re l iance h a s t o be p laced o n c o m p r e h e n s i v e ru ra l d e v e l o p m e n t p r o g r a ­
m m e s to d e v e l o p the inf ras t ruc tura l facilities ava i l ab le t o ru ra l a r ea s in genera l . 
A l t h o u g h several in tegra ted ru ra l d e v e l o p m e n t p ro jec t s a r e n o w in o p e r a t i o n 
in Sri L a n k a , n o pro jec t has inc luded c o m p o n e n t s w h i c h will be o f d i rec t benefi t 
t o t he ru ra l w o r k e r g r o u p . I n v e s t m e n t s in h o u s i n g , wate r supply , electr ici ty, 
e d u c a t i o n a l facilities, r o a d s , i r r iga t ion , e tc . will b e o f l imited use t o t he p o o r 
g r o u p s unless o r i en ted t o w a r d s c r ea t i ng m o r e a n d p r o d u c t i v e e m p l o y m e n t t o o . 
H o w e v e r , t he in tegra ted rura l d e v e l o p m e n t p ro jec t s cou ld he lp the ru ra l w o r k e r s 
t h r o u g h e m p l o y m e n t c rea t ing r u r a l w o r k s p r o g r a m m e s , t he deta i ls o f wh ich 
a r c ou t l ined b e l o w . 5 

a. W h e r e t h e d is t r ic t -based pro jec t s e m p h a s i z e b o t h on direct ly p r o d u c t i v e 
i nves tmen t s as well as on i m p r o v e m e n t s t o in f ras t ruc tu ra l facilities, t h e r e 
is s c o p e for i n c o r p o r a t i n g rura l w o r k s p r o g r a m m e s in the projec ts , a t 
t h e s tage o f p ro jec t identif icat ion a n d app ra i s a l . 

b. T h e ru ra l w o r k s p r o g r a m m e s t ra teg ies s h o u l d fbcus on careful identif icat ion 
o f s u c h l a b o u r intensive civil w o r k s a s f a r m - t o - m a r k e t l ink r o a d s , l and 
d e v e l o p m e n t , m i n o r i r r igat ion, d r a i n a g e e tc . 

c. T h e s e w o r k s p r o g r a m m e s shou ld be p h a s e d carefully over t he pro jec t pe r iod 
so as t o e m b r a c e t he lean pe r iods o f usua l ru ra l e c o n o m i c act ivi t ies . 

<•/. Such w o r k s p r o g r a m m e s shou ld be c o n c e n t r a t e d in village c lus ters whe re 
t h e p r o b l e m of u n e m p l o y m e n t a n d u n d e r e m p l o y m e n t is m o s t acu te . 

e. Lis ts o f l a b o u r e r s a n d their family m e m b e r s w h o a r e able a n d willing t o w o r k 
o n s u c h p r o g r a m m e s shou ld b e p r e p a r e d well a h e a d o f t h e beg inn ing o f t h e 
rura l w o r k s p r o g r a m m e s . 

/ . P a y m e n t of wages shou ld be in cash . T h i s will avo id confus ions a r i s ing o u t 
o f a n d m i s - m a n a g e m e n t in pay ing wages in k ind (e.g. food- fo r -work) . 
F r e e l a b o u r s h o u l d n o t be cal led for, s ince t h e real ly p o o r c a n n o t afford t o 
w o r k free. 

5 Tlie writer is fully aware of the fact that (he suggested rural works programmes only ensure 
some employment for the rural workers within respective project periods and IhM in he lone-
are" carried i u ( n S U r e ^ '° H c h P C ° P ' e U n l c S S «'««uraPrtfon™T^^^ 
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g. Where the integrated rural development projects are financed by foreign 
agencies and where they are reluctant to finance the rural works programmes, 
finances should be provided by the District Development Councils or such 
other local sources. 

h. Identification of small but viable rural works programmes (projects) and their 
implementation should be through Iccil organisations such as the Rural 
Development Societies, Co-operatives, etc. No private contractors or local 
level Government officials should be allowed to carry out the works. 

/. The planning of the local level small projects should be done in consulta­
tion with local people, and after local diagnostic surveys. This will help 
in selecting the projects which are most suitable for a particular locality. 

/'. Adequate care should be exercised to ensure advance planning and arrange 
for the supply of essential raw materials needed for the labour intensive 
projects. 

k. A built-in monitoring and evaluation system is needed since rural works call 
for more intensive supervision. 
It would be advisable to undertake easily manageable and replicable pilot 
projects in small compact areas of selected village clusters at the beginning. 

in. The implementation of the rural works programmes could be undertaken 
by the proposed Village-awakening Councils (Gramodaya Mandala) at the 
village level, while district level co-ordination and monitoring could be the 
responsibility of the District Development Councils. 

Also, where the integrated rural development programmes emphasize the increase 
of yield and production of a particular crop or a range of crops, measures should be 
ncorporated so as to increase labour-intensive activities. For example, encou­
raging transplanting and hand weeding of paddy, where cost structures permit 
isuch action, could yield in an increased use of hired labour. Similarly, concess­
ionary credit facilities should not be extended for tractors where replacement 
of human labour will be a possibility. Development of small scale and labour-
intensive rural industries which are based on local raw materials will be another 
area where the integrated rural development projects could, help the workers 
in finding more employment. Coir-making, beedi wrapping, brick making, 
quarrying, etc., seem to be feasible in this regard. Identification, selection, and 
implementation of these projects, too, should be done in a manner similar to that 
suggested under the rural works programme. The current rural development 
projects however, do not appear to have placed considerable emphasis on the 
above aspects. 

Although only about six districts are currently under the integrated rural develop­
ment programme, the Government has recently announced that such projects 
will be implemented shortly in the other districts too. Therefore, if properly 
implemented, the rural works programmes and other complementary policies which 
could be incorporated within the integrated rural development project framework 
would no doubt increase the employment opportunities for rural workers, at 
least within the respective project periods. 
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Conclusion 

T h e m a i n fac to r s wh ich prec lude the rura l w o r k e r s f rom a t t a i n i n g a be t te r living 
s t a n d a r d in t he s h o r t r u n a r e the lack of casua l w o r k a n d low wages . H en ce 
the need to inc rease the e m p l o y m e n t o p p o r t u n i t i e s a n d wages in the rura l sector . 
Increas ing ru r a l agr icu l tu ra l a n d indust r ia l act ivi t ies t h r o u g h the e n c o u r a g e ­
m e n t o f l a b o u r in tensive technologies wou ld b e a r a t i o n a l a p p r o a c h t o w a r d s 
solving the e m p l o y m e n t p r o b l e m . Similarly, t he q u e s t i o n o f wages c a n be tackled 
by m a i n t a i n i n g be t t e r r u r a l / u r b a n t e rms of t r a d e , s u p p l e m e n t e d by l a b o u r o r g a n ­
i sa t ions a n d m i n i m u m rura l wages . As a p rac t ica l a n d s h o r t - t e r m so lu t ion t o 
the p r o b l e m of e m p l o y m e n t of the rura l worke r s , t he possibi l i ty of i n c o r p o r a t i n g 
rura l w o r k s p r o g r a m m e s in the in tegra ted ru ra l d e v e l o p m e n t f r a m e w o i k m a y be 
exp lo red . H o w e v e r , it is by n o m e a n s suggested t h a t these a r e effective a l te rna t ives 
t o t he far r e a c h i n g s o l u t i o n s l ike a sensible l and re fo rm p r o g r a m m e which 
wou ld a t t a c k t he f u n d a m e n t a l cause of pover ty o f t he major i ty o f rura l w o r k e r s 
i.e. l andlessness . D r y z o n e co lon i sa t ion schemes w o u l d he lp fur ther t o relieve 
t h e p r o b l e m s o f l and lessness in t he wet z o n e to a ce r t a in e x t e n t ; b u t it is very 
likely t h a t in fu tu re these schemes will have t o cons ide i t he cases of second a n d 
th i rd g e n e r a t i o n s o f t he p ioneer d r y zone co lon is t s bc fo ic t h i n k i n g a b o u t the wet 
zone landless . 
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